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On June 30, Brazilian authorities in the state of Para captured 61-year-old Darli Alves, convicted
murderer of Francisco "Chico" Mendes, environmental activist and "martyr of the Amazon." Alves
and his son have become symbols of impunity in the ongoing violence that has wracked rural Brazil.
Meanwhile, critics accuse the government of doing too little to respond to the problems of landless
campesinos.
Chico Mendes was a rubber-tapper who began a strategy of peaceful resistance to the widespread
deforestation of the Amazon that was being carried out by large landowners to convert the area into
a cattle-grazing region. Before his murder, Mendes had gained worldwide recognition for his work
to save the Amazon (NotiSur, Dec. 20, 1990)
Since his death, he has become the "patron saint" of environmentalists as well as landless
campesinos. In 1990, Darli Alves was convicted of being the intellectual author, and his son Darci
who confessed was found guilty of carrying out the murder of Mendes on Dec. 22, 1988, in Xapuri in
the state of Acre. Both were sentenced to 19 years in prison. However, three years ago they escaped
from the prison in the state capital of Rio Branco with the help of local law enforcement officials.
Darci Alves is still a fugitive (see NotiSur, Feb. 23, 1993).
"The hope of ending the impunity of assassins of rural workers in the Amazon ended in February
1993 when the assassins of Chico Mendes escaped from jail," said Ronaldo Polanco, spokesperson
for the National Council of Rubber Tappers of Acre, at the time of the escape. "It was like a 'second
death' of the leader of the rubber-tappers."

Alves transferred to maximum security prison
Following his capture, Alves was transferred to the maximum security federal prison in Brasilia to
prevent another escape. He will also be tried for the murder of real estate agent Acir Urizzi in the
state of Parana in 1973. That trial is set to begin in mid-August. The capture of Alves once again put
the spotlight on the problem of rural violence in Brazil. Brazil's vast countryside, mostly in the hands
of a small elite, has been torn apart as landowners, their hired guns, and the police, battle militant
squatters.
According to statistics from the national agrarian reform institute (Instituto Nacional da Colonisacao
y Reforma Agraria, INCRA), large farms with more than 1,000 ha comprise 55.2% of all properties
in rural Brazil, and they are controlled by 2% of all landowners. While they only produce 11% of
the food consumed in the country, they receive 80% of the rural bank credit. In Brazil, 4.8 million
campesino families are without land.
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In addition, the official 1990 census indicated that 16.6 million Brazilians work in agriculture, 3.9
million of whom receive no remuneration for their work; 5.1 million receive less than the minimum
monthly wage (US$112); and the rest earn an average of just one and one-half minimum salaries. In
mid-June, the Brazilian government expressed concern about the increase in violence surrounding
land issues, which has taken the lives of 60 persons since January. According to INCRA, 82 land
invasions have occurred to date this year. In addition, there are 174 areas in conflict and 158 camps
of landless campesinos.

At least 31,000 families involved in land disputes
While INCRA estimates that 31,049 families are directly involved in these land disputes, other
sources put the number of families at 38,781. An earlier report by the Comissao Pastoral da
Terra (CPT) said 145 occupations of unused land occurred in 1995 compared with 119 the year
before. There were 41 murders and 43 attempted murders of campesinos in 1995 related to land
conflicts, compared with 47 and 62, respectively, the year before. Following a brutal massacre of
19 campesinos by the police in Para in April, President Fernando Henrique Cardoso appointed an
agrarian reform minister, Raul Jungmann, who vowed to speed up the process of turning over land
to landless campesinos (see NotiSur, April 26, 1996).
Cardoso pledged to turn over 11.2 million ha to 280,000 families throughout the country before
his term ends. However, according to Irio Luiz Conti, CPT executive secretary, the violence has
escalated. He says that the Cardoso administration's response has not yet gone beyond rhetoric.
"Violence against rural workers is becoming a mark of the Cardoso administration," said Conti.
"More than in previous administrations, the civil and militarized police responsible for two recent
massacres are implicated in many assassinations, often in coordination with hired guns."
The Catholic Church has also strongly criticized the government for not ending the impunity of
landowners and police suspected of being behind the murders. The CPT's Vilmar Schneider said
that between 1985 and 1995, a total of 922 murders related to land issues occurred, but only 47
cases made it to court and, of those, only five led to a conviction. "The court actions have been very
timid and have even encouraged landowners to resort to violence," Schneider said. And the CPT
warned that the government's tactics might provoke even more violence. "Faced with recent events
involving landless workers, the tone and the actions of the government tend to criminalize and
repress the struggle for land," the CPT statement said.
Moreover, CPT chairperson Bishop Orlando Dotti said that the situation has become much more
serious in 1996 because of delays in implementing Cardoso's land reform. Schneider agreed.
"There has been an explosion in demand for land, aggravated by a crisis in urban areas caused by
unemployment, which has convinced scores of people to return to the countryside," said Schneider.
The government insists it is moving as quickly as possible to implement agrarian reform.
On Jun 22, INCRA ended negotiations to acquire five pieces of land totalling 10,000 ha in Pontal
del Paranapanema, one of the most conflictive regions in the of the country located in Sao Paulo
state. Also expropriated for the agrarian reform program are 5,982 ha of the 42,000-ha Eldorado de
Carajas estate, which was the scene of the land occupation that led to the April massacre in Para.
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Movimento dos Trabalhadores Sem-Terra (MST) leader Jose Rainha Junior said these properties
would be divided among 700 families of rural workers.
Meanwhile, on July 19, a report by the Para state police found the landowners innocent of any
responsibility in the massacre. The report assigned blame to four persons: three campesinos charged
with illegal possession of arms and one person who testified that the landowners had vowed to
get the campesinos. That person was charged with giving false testimony. Nei Juvelino Strozak,
MST lawyer, called the findings of the police report "absurd," and added, "The only thing left is for
the police to accuse the 19 murdered campesinos of carrying out the massacre." At the time of the
massacre, witnesses testified that landowners had raised US$100,000 to pay Col. Mario Pantoja, then
commander of the militarized police (PM) in Para, to carry out the massacre.
The landowner accused of organizing the massacre, Plinio Pinheiro Neto, denied paying police.
Earlier, military authorities charged all 155 PM members present during the massacre with the
murders. The soldiers were found guilty by a military court and sentenced to between four and 20
days for "lack of discipline." On June 13, another massacre occurred in the state of Maranhao in
which at least five campesinos were killed and ten others injured. Jonas Borges of the MST said that
the conflict occurred when 30 armed people approached a group of 600 landless campesinos who
were occupying a ranch, which a court had ordered returned to its owners. (Sources: Inter Press
Service, 05/03/96; Deutsche Press Agentur, 06/04/96; Reuter, 04/24/96, 05/03/96, 06/05/96, 06/13/96,
06/19/96; Agence France-Presse, 05/03/96, 05/04/96, 05/20/96, 06/15/96, 06/19/96, 06/22/96, 06/30/96,
07/02/96, 07/17/96, 07/19/96; Spanish news service EFE, 07/19/96)
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